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Introduction

or Hush Puppies— the classic American
F brushed-suede shoes with the lightweight crepe

sole — the Tipping Point came somewhere

between late 1994 and early 1995. The brand
had been all but dead until that point. Sales were down to
30,000 pairs a year, mostly to backwoods outlets and
small-town family stores. Wolverine, the company that

makes Hush Puppies, was thinking of phasing out the
shoes that made them famous. But then something strange
happened. At a fashion shoot, two Hush Puppies execu-
tives — Owen Baxter and Geoffrey Lewis — ran into a
stylist from New York who told them that the classic
Hush Puppies had suddenly become hip in the clubs and
bars of downtown Manhattan. “We were being told,” Bax-
ter recalls, “that there were resale shops in the Village,
in Soho, where the shoes were being sold. People were
going to the Ma and Pa stores, the little stores that still
carried them, and buying them up.” Baxter and Lewis
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were baffled at first. It made no sense to them that shoes
that were so obviously out of fashion could make a come-
back. “We were told that Isaac Mizrahi was wearing the
shoes himself,” Lewis says. “I think it’s fair to say that at
the time we had no idea who Isaac Mizrahi was.”

By the fall of 1995, things began to happen in a rush.
First the designer John Bartlett called. He wanted to use
Hush Puppies in his spring collection. Then another Man-
hattan designer, Anna Sui, called, wanting shoes for her
show as well. In Los Angeles, the designer Joel Fitzgerald
put a twenty-five-foot inflatable basset hound — the sym-
bol of the Hush Puppies brand — on the roof of his Hol-
lywood store and gutted an adjoining art gallery to turn it
into a Hush Puppies boutique. While he was still painting
and putting up shelves, the actor Pee-wee Herman walked
in and asked for a couple of pairs. “It was total word of
mouth,” Fitzgerald remembers.

In 1995, the company sold 430,000 pairs of the classic
Hush Puppies, and the next year it sold four times that,
and the year after that still more, until Hush Puppies were
once again a staple of the wardrobe of the young Ameri-
can male. In 1996, Hush Puppies won the prize for best
accessory at the Council of Fashion Designers awards din-
ner at Lincoln Center, and the president of the firm stood
up on the stage with Calvin Klein and Donna Karan and
accepted an award for an achievement that — as he would
be the first to admit — his company had almost nothing to
do with. Hush Puppies had suddenly exploded, and it all
started with a handful of kids in the East Village and Soho.

How did that happen? Those first few kids, whoever
they were, weren’t deliberately trying to promote Hush
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Puppies. They were wearing them precisely because no

one else would wear them. Then the fad spread to two

fashion designers who used the shoes to peddle something

else — haute couture. The shoes were an incidental touch.

No one was trying to make Hush Puppies a trend. Yet,’
somehow, that’s exactly what happened. The shoes passed

a certain point in popularity and they tipped. How does a

thirty-dollar pair of shoes go from a handful of fiowntoxivn

Manhattan hipsters and designers to every mall in America
in the space of two years?

1.

There was a time, not very long ago, in the desRerately
poor New York City neighborhoods of Brownsville and
Fast New York, when the streets would turn into ghost
towns at dusk. Ordinary working people wouldn't walk
on the sidewalks. Children wouldn’t ride their bicycles on
the streets. Old folks wouldn’t sit on stoops and park
benches. The drug trade ran so rampant and gang warfare
was so ubiquitous in that part of Brooklyn that most people
would take to the safety of their apartment at nightfall.
Police officers who served in Brownsville in the 1980s and
early 1990s say that, in those years, as soon as the sun went
down their radios exploded with chatter between b'eat
officers and their dispatchers over every conceivable kind
of violent and dangerous crime. In 1992, there. were 2,154
murders in New York City and 626,182 serious crimes,
with the weight of those crimes falling hardest in pla.ces
like Brownsville and East New York. But then something
strange happened. At some mysterious and critical point,



6 THE TIPPING POINT

the crime rate began to turn. It tipped. Within five years,
murders had dropped 64.3 percent to 770 and total crimes
had fallen by almost half to 355,893. In Brownsville and
East New York, the sidewalks filled up again, the bicycles
came back, and old folks reappeared on the stoops. “There
was a time when it wasn’t uncommon to hear rapid fire,
like you would hear somewhere in the jungle in Vietnam,”
says Inspector Edward Messadri, who commands the
police precinct in Brownsville. “I don’t hear the gunfire
anymore.”

The New York City police will tell you that what
happened in New York was that the city’s policing strate-
gies dramatically improved. Criminologists point to the
decline of the crack trade and the aging of the population.
Economists, meanwhile, say that the gradual improve-
ment in the city’s economy over the course of the 1990s
had the effect of employing those who might otherwise
have become criminals. These are the conventional expla-
nations for the rise and fall of social problems, but in the
end none is any more satisfying than the statement that
kids in the East Village caused the Hush Puppies revival.
The changes in the drug trade, the population, and the
economy are all long-term trends, happening all over the
country. They don’t explain why crime plunged in New
York City so much more than in other cities around the
country, and they don’t explain why it all happened in
such an extraordinarily short time. As for the improve-
ments made by the police, they are important too. But
there is a puzzling gap between the scale of the changes
in policing and the size of the effect on places like
Brownsville and East New York. After all, crime didn’t
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just slowly ebb in New York as conditions gradually
improved. It plummeted. How can a change in a handful
of economic and social indices cause murder rates to fall
by two-thirds in five years?

2.

The Tipping Point is the biography of an idea, and the idea
is very simple. It is that the best way to understand .the
emergence of fashion trends, the ebb and flow of crime
waves, or, for that matter, the transformation of unknown
books into bestsellers, or the rise of teenage smoking, or
the phenomena of word of mouth, or any numbe:r of the
other mysterious changes that mark everyday life is to
think of them as epidemics. Ideas and products and mes-
sages and behaviors spread just like viruses do.

The rise of Hush Puppies and the fall of New York’s
crime rate are textbook examples of epidemics in action.
Although they may sound as if they don’t have very 'much
in common, they share a basic, underlying pattern. First of
all, they are clear examples of contagious behavior. No one
took out an advertisement and told people that the tradi-
tional Hush Puppies were cool and they should start wear-
ing them. Those kids simply wore the shoes when they went
to clubs or cafes or walked the streets of downtown New
York, and in so doing exposed other people to their fashion

- sense. They infected them with the Hush Puppies “virus.”

The crime decline in New York surely happened the
same way. It wasn’t that some huge percentage of would-
be murderers suddenly sat up in 1993 and decided not
to commit any more crimes. Nor was it that the police
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managed magically to intervene in a huge percentage of
situations that would otherwise have turned deadly. What
happened is that the small number of people in the small
number of situations in which the police or the new social
forces had some impact started behaving very differently,
and that behavior somehow spread to other would-be
criminals in similar situations. Somehow a large number of
people in New York got “infected” with an anti-crime
virus In a short time.

The second distinguishing characteristic of these two
examples is that in both cases little changes had big effects.
All of the possible reasons for why New York’s crime rate
dropped are changes that happened at the margin; they
were incremental changes. The crack trade leveled off. The
population got a little older. The police force got a little
better. Yet the effect was dramatic. So too with Hush Pup-
pies. How many kids are we talking about who began
wearing the shoes in downtown Manhattan? Twenty?
Fifty? One hundred — at the most? Yet their actions seem
to have single-handedly started an international fashion
trend.

Finally, both changes happened in a hurry. They didn’t
build steadily and slowly. It is instructive to look at a chart
of the crime rate in New York City from, say, the mid-
1960s to the late 1990s. It looks like a giant arch. In 1965,
there were 200,000 crimes in the city and from that point
on the number begins a sharp rise, doubling in two years
and continuing almost unbroken until it hits 650,000
crimes a year in the mid-1970s. It stays steady at that level
for the next two decades, before plunging downward in
1992 as sharply as it rose thirty years earlier. Crime did not
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taper off. It didn’t gently decelerate. It hit a certain point
and jammed on the brakes.

These three characteristics — one, contagiousness; two,
the fact that little causes can have big effects; and three,
that change happens not gradually but at one dramatic
moment — are the same three principles that define how
measles moves through a grade-school classroom or the
flu attacks every winter. Of the three, the third trait —
the idea that epidemics can rise or fall in one dramatic
moment — is the most important, because it is the prin-
ciple that makes sense of the first two and that permits the
greatest insight into why modern change hgppens the.way
it does. The name given to that one dramatic moment in an
epidemic when everything can change all at once is the
Tipping Point.

3.

A world that follows the rules of epidemics is a very dif-
ferent place from the world we think we live in now.
Think, for a moment, about the concept of contagious-
ness. If I say that word to you, you think of colds and the
flu or perhaps something very dangerous like HIV. or
Ebola. We have, in our minds, a very specific, biological
notion of what contagiousness means. But if there can be
epidemics of crime or epidemics of fashion, there must be
all kinds of things just as contagious as viruses. Hafve you
ever thought about yawning, for instance? Yawning is a
surprisingly powerful act. Just because you read the word
“yawning” in the previous two sentences — and the two
additional “yawns” in this sentence —a good number of
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you will probably yawn within the next few minutes. Even
as I’'m writing this, I've yawned twice. If you’re reading
this in a public place, and you’ve just yawned, chances are
that a good proportion of everyone who saw you yawn is
now )fawning too, and a good proportion of the people
watching the people who watched you yawn are now
yawning as well, and on and on, in an ever-widening,
yawning circle.

Yawning is incredibly contagious. I made some of you
reading this yawn simply by writing the word “yawn.”
The people who yawned when they saw you yawn, mean-
while, were infected by the sight of you yawning — which
is a second kind of contagion. They might even have
yawned if they only heard you yawn, because yawning
is also aurally contagious: if you play an audiotape of
a yawn to blind people, they’ll yawn too. And finally, if
you yawned as you read this, did the thought cross your
mind — however unconsciously and fleetingly — that you
might be tired? I suspect that for some of you it did, which
means that yawns can also be emotionally contagious.
Simply by writing the word, I can plant a feeling in your
mind. Can the flu virus do that? Contagiousness, in other
words, is an unexpected property of all kinds of things,
and we have to remember that, if we are to recognize and
diagnose epidemic change.

The second of the principles of epidemics — that little
changes can somehow have big effects — is also a fairly
radical notion. We are, as humans, heavily socialized to
make a kind of rough approximation between cause and
effect. If we want to communicate a strong emotion, if
we want to convince someone that, say, we love them, we
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realize that we need to speak passionately and forthrightly.
If we want to break bad news to someone, we lower our
voices and choose our words carefully. We are trained to
think that what goes into any transaction or relationship
or system must be directly related, in intensity and dimen-
sion, to what comes out. Consider, for example, the fol-
lowing puzzle. I give you a large piece of paper, and I ask
you to fold it over once, and then take that folded paper
and fold it over again, and then again, and again, until you
have refolded the original paper so times. How tall do you
think the final stack is going to be? In answer to that ques-
tion, most people will fold the sheet in their mind’s eye,
and guess that the pile would be as thick as a phone book
or, if they’re really courageous, they’ll say that it would be
as tall as a refrigerator. But the real answer is that the
height of the stack would approximate the distance to the
sun. And if you folded it over one more time, the stack
would be as high as the distance to the sun and back. This
is an example of what in mathematics is called a geometric
progression. Epidemics are another example of geometric
progression: when a virus spreads through a population,
t doubles and doubles again, until it has (figuratively)
grown from a single sheet of paper all the way to the sunin
fifty steps. As human beings we have a hard time with this
kind of progression, because the end result — the effect —
seems far out of proportion to the cause. To appreciate the
power of epidemics, we have to abandon this expectation
about proportionality. We need to prepare ourselves for
the possibility that sometimes big changes follow from
small events, and that sometimes these changes can happen
very quickly.
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This possibility of sudden change is at the center of the
idea of the Tipping Point and might well be the hardest
of all to accept. The expression first came into popular
use in the 1970s to describe the flight to the suburbs of
whites living in the older cities of the American Northeast.
When the number of incoming African Americans in
a particular neighborhood reached a certain point — 20
percent, say — sociologists observed that the community
would “tip”: most of the remaining whites would leave
almost immediately. The Tipping Point is the moment of
critical mass, the threshold, the boiling point. There was a
Tipping Point for violent crime in New York in the early
1990s, and a Tipping Point for the reemergence of Hush
Puppies, just as there is a Tipping Point for the introduction
of any new technology. Sharp introduced the first low-
priced fax machine in 1984, and sold about 80,000 of those
machines in the United States in that first year. For the
next three years, businesses slowly and steadily bought
more and more faxes, until, in 1987, enough people had
faxes that it made sense for everyone to get a fax. Nineteen
eighty-seven was the fax machine Tipping Point. A million
machines were sold that year, and by 1989 two million
new machines had gone into operation. Cellular phones
have followed the same trajectory. Through the 1990s,
they got smaller and cheaper, and service got better until
1998, when the technology hit a Tipping Point and sud-
denly everyone had a cell phone. (For an explanation of
the mathematics of Tipping Points, see the Endnotes.)

All epidemics have Tipping Points. Jonathan Crane,
a sociologist at the University of Illinois, has looked at
the effect the number of role models in a community —
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the professionals, managers, teachers whom the Census
Bureau has defined as “high status” — has on the lives of
teenagers in the same neighborhood. He found little
difference in pregnancy rates or school drop-out rates
in neighborhoods of between 40 and § percent of high-
status workers. But when the number of profes-
sionals dropped below § percent, the problems exploded.
For black schoolchildren, for example, as the percentage
of high-status workers falls just 2.2 percentage points —
from 5.6 percent to 3.4 percent — drop-out rates more
than double. At the same Tipping Point, the rates of child-
bearing for teenaged girls — which barely move at all up
to that point — nearly double. We assume, intuitively, tbat
neighborhoods and social problems decline in some kind
of steady progression. But sometimes they may not
decline steadily at all; at the Tipping Point, schools can
lose control of their students, and family life can disinte-
grate all at once. |
I remember once as a child seeing our family’s puppy
encounter snow for the first time. He was shocked and
delighted and overwhelmed, wagging his tail nerx.fously,
sniffing about in this strange, fluffy substance, whimper-
ing with the mystery of it all. It wasn’t much colder on Fhe
morning of his first snowfall than it had been the evening
before. It might have been 34 degrees the previous
evening, and now it was 31 degrees. Almost nothing bad
changed, in other words, yet — and this was the amazing
thing — everything had changed. Rain had become some-
thing entirely different. Snow! We are all, at heart, gre}du-
alists, our expectations set by the steady passage of time.
But the world of the Tipping Point is a place where the
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unexpected becomes expected, where radical change is
more than possibility. It is — contrary to all our expecta-
tions — a certainty.

In pursuit of this radical idea, I’'m going to take you to
Baltimore, to learn from the epidemic of syphilis in that
city. I'm going to introduce three fascinating kinds of
people I call Mavens, Connectors, and Salesmen, who play
a critical role in the word-of-mouth epidemics that dictate
our tastes and trends and fashions. I'll take you to the set
of the children’s shows Sesame Street and Blue’s Clues and
into the fascinating world of the man who helped to create
the Columbia Record Club to look at how messages can
be structured to have the maximum possible impact on all
their audience. I’ll take you to a high-tech company in
Delaware to talk about the Tipping Points that govern
group life and to the subways of New York City to under-
stand how the crime epidemic was brought to an end
there. The point of all of this is to answer two simple ques-
tions that lie at the heart of what we would all like to
accomplish as educators, parents, marketers, business
people, and policymakers. Why is it that some ideas or
behaviors or products start epidemics and others don’t?
And what can we do to deliberately start and control posi-
tive epidemics of our own?

ONE

The Three Rules of
Epidemics

n the mid-1990s, the city of Baltimore was

attacked by an epidemic of .syphilis. In the
I space of a year, from 1995 to 1996, the number
of children born with the disease increased by

500 percent. If you look at Baltimore’s syphilis rates on a
graph, the line runs straight for years and then, when 1t
hits 1995, rises almost at a right angle.

What caused Baltimore’s syphilis problem to tip?
According to the Centers for Disease Control, the prob-
lem was crack cocaine. Crack is known to cause a dramatic
increase in the kind of risky sexual behavior that leads to
the spread of things like HIV and syphilis. It bx"ings far
more people into poor areas to buy drugs, which then
increases the likelihood that they will take an infection
home with them to their own neighborhood. It changes
the patterns of social connections between neighbor-
hoods. Crack, the CDC said, was the little push that the
syphilis problem needed to turn into a raging epidemic.
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John Zenilman of Johns Hopkins University in Balti-
more, an expert on sexually transmitted diseases, has
another explanation: the breakdown of medical services in
the city’s poorest neighborhoods. “In 1990-91, we had
thirty-six thousand patient visits at the city’s sexually
transmitted disease clinics,” Zenilman says. “Then the city
decided to gradually cut back because of budgetary prob-
lems. The number of clinicians [medical personnel] went
from seventeen to ten. The number of physicians went
from three to essentially nobody. Patient visits dropped
to twenty-one thousand. There also was a similar drop
in the amount of field outreach staff. There was a lot of
politics — things that used to happen, like computer
upgrades, didn’t happen. It was a worst-case scenario of

city bureaucracy not functioning. They would run out
of drugs.”

When there were 36,000 patient visits a year in the

STD clinics of Baltimore’s inner city, in other words, the
disease was kept in equilibrium. At some point between
36,000 and 21,000 patient visits a year, according to Zenil-
man, the disease erupted. It began spilling out of the inner
city, up the streets and highways that connect those neigh-
borhoods to the rest of the city. Suddenly, people who
might have been infectious for a week before getting
treated were now going around infecting others for two or
three or four weeks before they got cured. The breakdown
in treatment made syphilis a much bigger issue than it had
been before.

There is a third theory, which belongs to John Pot-
terat, one of the country’s leading epidemiologists. His
culprits are the physical changes in those years affecting
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East and West Baltimore, the heavily depressed neighbor-
hoods on either side of Baltimore’s downtown, where the
syphilis problem was centered. In the mid-1990s, he points
out, the city of Baltimore embarked ona highly publicized
policy of dynamiting the old 1960s-style public housing
high-rises in East and West Baltimore. Two of the most
publicized demolitions — Lexington Terrace in West Balu-
more and Lafayette Courts in East Baltimore — were huge
projects, housing hundreds of families, that served as cen-
ters for crime and infectious disease. At the same time,
people began to move out of the old row houses in East
and West Baltimore, as those began to deteriorate as well.

“It was absolutely striking,” Potterat says, of the first
time he toured East and West Baltimore. “Fifty percent of
the row houses were boarded up, and there was also a
process where they destroyed the projects. What hap-
pened was a kind of hollowing out. This fueled the dias-
pora. For years syphilis had been confined to a specific
region of Baltimore, within highly confined sociosexual
networks. The housing dislocation process served to move
these people to other parts of Baltimore, and they took
their syphilis and other behaviors with them.”

What is interesting about these three explanations is
that none of them is at all dramatic. The CDC thought
that crack was the problem. But it wasn’t as if crack came
to Baltimore for the first time in 1995. It had been there for
years. What they were saying is that there was a subtle
ncrease in the severity of the crack problem in the mid-
1990s, and that change was enough to set off the syphilis
epidemic. Zenilman, likewise, wasn’t saying that the STD
clinics in Baltimore were shut down. They were simply
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scaled back, the number of clinicians cut from seventeen to
ten. Nor was Potterat saying that all Baltimore was hol-
lowed out. All it took, he said, was the demolition of a
handful of housing projects and the abandonment of
homes in key downtown neighborhoods to send syphilis
over the top. It takes only the smallest of changes to shat-
ter an epidemic’s equilibrium.

The second, and perhaps more interesting, fact about
these explanations is that all of them are describing a very
different way of tipping an epidemic. The CDC is talking
about the overall context for the disease — how the intro-
duction and growth of an addictive drug can so change the
environment of a city that it can cause a disease to tip.
Zenilman is talking about the disease itself. When the clin-
ics were cut back, syphilis was given a second life. It had
been an acute infection. It was now a chronic infection. It
had become a lingering problem that stayed around for
weeks. Potterat, for his part, was focused on the people
who were carrying syphilis. Syphilis, he was saying, was a
disease carried by a certain kind of person in Baltimore —
a very poor, probably drug-using, sexually active individ-
ual. If that kind of person was suddenly transported from
his or her old neighborhood to a new one —to a new
part of town, where syphilis had never been a problem
before — the disease would have an opportunity to tip.

There is more than one way to tip an epidemic, in
other words. Epidemics are a function of the people who
transmit infectious agents, the infectious agent itself, and
the environment in which the infectious agent is operat-
ing. And when an epidemic tips, when it is jolted out of
equilibrium, it tips because something has happened, some
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change has occurred in one (or two or three) of those
areas. These three agents of change I call the Law of the
Few, the Stickiness Factor, and the Power of Context.

1.

When we say that a handful of East Village kids started the
Hush Puppies epidemic, or that the scattering of the resi-
dents of a few housing projects was sufficient to start Bal-
timore’s syphilis epidemic, what we are really saying 1s
that in a given process or system some people matter more
than others. This is not, on the face of it, a particularly
radical notion. Economists often talk about the 8o/20
Principle, which is the idea that in any situation roughly
80 percent of the “work” will be done by 20 percent of the
participants. In most societies, 20 percent of criminals
commit 8o percent of crimes. Twenty percent of motorists
cause 80 percent of all accidents. Twenty percent of beer
drinkers drink 8o percent of all beer. When it comes to
epidemics, though, this disproportionality becomes even
more extreme: a tiny percentage of people do the majority
of the work.

Potterat, for example, once did an analysis of a gonor-
rhea epidemic in Colorado Springs, Colorado, looking at
everyone who came to a public health clinic for treatment
of the disease over the space of six months. He found that
about half of all the cases came, essentially, from four
neighborhoods representing about 6 percent of the geo-
graphic area of the city. Half of those in that 6 percent, in
turn, were socializing in the same six bars. Potterat then
interviewed 768 people in that tiny subgroup and found
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that 600 of them either didn’t give gonorrhea to anyone
else or gave it to only one other person. These people he
called nontransmitters. The ones causing the epidemic to
grow — the ones who were infecting two and three and
four and five others with their disease — were the remain-
ing 168. In other words, in all of the city of Colorado
Springs — a town of well in excess of 100,000 people —
the epidemic of gonorrhea tipped because of the activities
of 168 people living in four small neighborhoods and basi-
cally frequenting the same six bars.

Who were those 168 people? They aren’t like you or
me. They are people who go out every night, people who
have vastly more sexual partners than the norm, people
whose lives and behavior are well outside of the ordinary.
In the mid-1990s, for example, in the pool halls and roller-
skating rinks of East St. Louis, Missouri, there was a man
named Darnell “Boss Man” McGee. He was big — over
six feet — and charming, a talented skater, who wowed
young girls with his exploits on the rink. His specialty was
thirteen- and fourteen-year-olds. He bought them jew-
elry, took them for rides in his Cadillac, got them high on
crack, and had sex with them. Between 1995 and 1997,
when he was shot dead by an unknown assailant, he slept
with at least 100 women and — it turned out later —
infected at least 30 of them with HIV.

In the same two-year period, fifteen hundred miles
away, near Buffalo, New York, another man — a kind of
Boss Man clone — worked the distressed downtown
streets of Jamestown. His name was Nushawn Williams,
although he also went by the names “Face,” “Sly,” and
“Shyteek.” Williams juggled dozens of girls, maintaining
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three or four different apartments around the city, and all
the while supporting himself by smuggling drugs up from
the Bronx. (As one epidemiologist familiar with the case
told me flatly, “The man was a genius. If I could get away
with what Williams did, I'd never have to work a day again
in my life.”) Williams, like Boss Man, was a charmer. He
would buy his girlfriends roses, let them braid his long
hair, and host all-night marijuana and malt liquor—fueled
orgies at his apartments. “I slept with him three or four
times in one night,” one of his partners remembered. “Me
and him, we used to party together all the time. ... After
Face had sex, his friends would do it too. One would walk
out, the other would walk in.” Williams is now in jail. He
is known to have infected at least sixteen of his former
girlfriends with the AIDS virus. And most famously, 1n
the book And the Band Played On Randy Shilts discusses
at length the so-called Patient Zero of AIDS, the French-
Canadian flight attendant Gaetan Dugas, who claimed to
have 2,500 sexual partners all over North America, and
who was linked to at least 40 of the earliest cases of AIDS
in California and New York. These are the kinds of people
who make epidemics of disease tip.

Social epidemics work in exactly the same way. They
are also driven by the efforts of a handful of exceptional
people. In this case, it's not sexual appetites that set them
apart. It’s things like how sociable they are, or how ener-
getic or knowledgeable or influential among their peers.
In the case of Hush Puppies, the great mystery is how
those shoes went from something worn by a few fashion-
forward downtown Manhattan hipsters to being sold
in malls across the country. What was the connection
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between the East Village and Middle America? The Law of
the Few says the answer is that one of these exceptional
peoPle found out about the trend, and through social con-
nections and energy and enthusiasm and personality spread
the word about Hush Puppies just as people like Gaetan
Dugas and Nushawn Williams were able to spread HIV.

2.

In Baltimore, when the city’s public clinics suffered cut-
bast, the nature of the syphilis affecting the city’s poor
neighborhoods changed. It used to be an acute infection
sorgething that most people could get treated fairl):
quickly before they had a chance to infect many others.
But with the cutbacks, syphilis increasingly became a
chronic disease, and the disease’s carriers had three or four
or five times longer to pass on their infection. Epidemics
tip because of the extraordinary efforts of a few select
carriers. But they also sometimes tip when something hap-
pens to transform the epidemic agent itself.

This is a well-known principle in virology. The strains
of.ﬂu that circulate at the beginning of each winter’s flu
epidemic are quite different from the strains of flu that cir-
culate at the end. The most famous flu epidemic of all —
the pandemic of 1918 — was first spotted in the spring of
that year and was, relatively speaking, quite tame. But over
tbe summer the virus underwent some strange transforma-
tion and over the next six months ended up killing between
20 and 40 million people worldwide. Nothing had changed
in the way in which the virus was being spread. But the
virus had suddenly become much more deadly.
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The Dutch AIDS researcher Jaap Goudsmit argues
that this same kind of dramatic transformation happened
with HIV. Goudsmit’s work focuses on what is known as
Pneumocystis carinii pneumonia, or PCP. All of us carry
the bacterium in our bodies, probably since birth or im-
mediately thereafter. In most of us it is harmless. Our
immune systems keep it in check easily. But if something,
such as HIV, wipes out our immune system, it becomes
so uncontrollable that it can cause a deadly form of pneu-
monia. PCP is so common among AIDS patients, in fact,
that it has come to be seen as an almost certain indication
of the presence of the virus. What Goudsmit did was go
back in the medical literature and look for cases of PCP,
and what he found is quite chilling. Just after World War
I1, beginning in the Baltic port city of Danzig and spread-
ing through central Europe, there was an epidemic of PCP
that claimed the lives of thousands of small children.

Goudsmit has analyzed one of the towns hit hardest
by the PCP epidemic, the mining town of Heerlen n
the Dutch province of Limburg. Heerlen had a training
hospital for midwives called the K weekschool voor Vroed-
vrouwen, a single unit of which — the so-called Swedish
barrack — was used in the 1950s as a special ward for
underweight or premature infants. Between June 1957 and
July 1958, 81 infants in the Swedish barrack came down
with PCP and 24 died. Goudsmit thinks that this was an
early HIV epidemic, and that somehow the virus got into
the hospital, and was spread from child to child by the
then, apparently common, practice of using the same nee-
dles over and over again for blood transfusions or injec-
tions of antibiotics. He writes:
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Most likely at least one adult ~— probably a coal miner
fr.om PoIa.nd, Czechoslovakia, or Ttaly — brought the
virus to .leburg. This one adult could have died from
AIDs with little notice. . .. He could have transmitted
the virus to his wife and offspring. His infected wife (or
glrlfflend) could have given birth in a Swedish barrack to
a child who was HIV infected but seemingly healthy.

Unsterilized needles and syri
- yringes could h
virus from child to child, g€s could have spread the

s

The truly strange thing about this story, of course, is that not
all of the children died. Only a third did. The ,others did
what today would seem almost impossible. They defeated
HIV, purged it from their bodies, and went on to live
h.ealthy.lives. In other words, the strains of HIV that were
mrcylatmg back in the 19505 were 2 lot different from the
strams.of HIV that circulate today. They were every bit as
contagious. But they were weak enough that most people —
even small children — were able 1o fight them off and sur-
vive them. The HIV epidemic tipped in the early 1980s, in
short,'not' just because of the enormous changes in sex’ual
behaYlor in the gay communities that made it possible for
the virus to spread rapidly. It also tipped because HIV itself
changed. For one reason or another, the virus became 2 lot
deadhe'r. ane it infected you, you stayed infected. It stuck
This 1d.ea of the importance of stickiness in tipping has.
enormous implications for the way we regard social epi-
demics as well. We tend to spend a lot of time thinki};
about how to make messages more contagious — how tf
Feach as many people as possible with our products or
ideas. But the hard part of communication is often figuring
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out how to make sure a message doesn’t go in one ear and —~

out the other. Stickiness means that a message makes an
impact. You can’t get it out of your head. It sticks in your
memory. When Winston filter-tip cigarettes were intro-
duced in the spring of 1954, for example, the company came
up with the slogan “Winston tastes good like a cigarette
should.” At the time, the ungrammatical and somehow
provocative use of “like” instead of “as” created a minor
sensation. It was the kind of phrase that people talked
about, like the famous Wendy’s tag line from 1984 “Where’s
the beef?” In his history of the cigarette industry, Richard
Kluger writes that the marketers at R. J. Reynolds, which
sells Winston, were “delighted with the attention” and
“made the offending slogan the lyric of a bouncy little jingle
on television and radio, and wryly defended their syntax as
a colloquialism rather than bad grammar.” Within months
of its introduction, on the strength of that catchy phrase,
Winston tipped, racing past Parliament, Kent, and L&M
into second place, behind Viceroy, in the American cigarette
market. Within a few years, it was the bestselling brand in
the country. To this day, if you say to most Americans
“Winston tastes good,” they can finish the phrase, “like a
cigarette should.” That’s a classically sticky advertising line,
and stickiness is a critical component in tipping. Unless you
remember what I tell you, why would you ever change
your behavior or buy my product or go to see my movie?
The Stickiness Factor says that there are specific ways:
of making a contagious message memorable; there are rel-
atively simple changes in the presentation and structuring
of information that can make a big difference in how much

of an impact it makes.
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3.

Every time someone in Baltimore comes to a public clinic
for treatment of syphilis or gonorrhea, John Zenilman
plugs his or her address into his computer, so that the case
shows up as a little black star on a map of the city. It’s
rather like a medical version of the maps police depart-
ments put up on their walls, with pins marking where
crimes have occurred. On Zenilman’s map the neighbor-
hoods of East and West Baltimore, on either side of the
downtown core, tend to be thick with black stars. From
those two spots, the cases radiate outward along the two
central roadways that happen to cut through both neigh-
borhoods. In the summer, when the incidence of sexually
transmitted disease 1s highest, the clusters of black stars on
the roads leading out of East and West Baltimore become
th.ick with cases. The disease is on the move. But in the

winter months, the map changes. When the weather turns

cold, and the people of East and West Baltimore are much

more likely to stay at home, away from the bars and clubs

and street corners where sexual transactions are made, the
stars in each neighborhood fade away. ,

T‘he‘ seasonal effect on the number of cases is so strong

that it 1s not hard to imagine that a long, hard winter

§ in Baltimore could be enough to slow or lessen substan-

N
3

tially —at least for the season —the growth of the
syphilis epidemic.

‘ Epidemics, Zenilman’s map demonstrates, are strongly
influenced by their situation — by the circumstances and
conditions and particulars of the environments in which
they operate. This much is obvious. What is interesting,
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though, is how far this principle can be extended. It 1sn’t
just prosaic factors like the weather that influence behav-
ior. Even the smallest and subtlest and most unexpected
of factors can affect the way we act. One of the most in-
Tamous incidents in New York City history, for example,
was the 1964 stabbing death of a young Queens woman by
the name of Kitty Genovese. Genovese was chased by her
assailant and attacked three times on the street, over the
course of half an hour, as thirty-eight of her neighbors
watched from their windows. During that time, however,
none of the thirty-eight witnesses called the police. The
case provoked rounds of self-recrimination. It became
symbolic of the cold and dehumanizing effects of urban
life. Abe Rosenthal, who would later become editor of the

New York Times, wrote in a book about the case:

Nobody can say why the thirty-eight did not lift the
phone while Miss Genovese was being attacked, since
they cannot say themselves. It can be assumed, however,
that their apathy was indeed one of the big-city variety.
It is almost a matter of psychological survival, if one is
surrounded and pressed by millions of people, to prevent
them from constantly impinging on you, and the only
way to do this is to ignore them as often as possible.
Indifference to one’s neighbor and his troubles is a
conditioned reflex in life in New York as it is in other

big cities.

This is the kind of environmental explanation that makes
intuitive sense to us. The anonymity and alienation of
big-city life makes people hard and unfeeling. The truth
about Genovese, however, turns out to be a little more
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complicated — and more interesting. Two New York City
psychologists — Bibb Latane of Columbia University and
John Darley of New York University — subsequently con-
ducted a series of studies to try to understand what they
dubbed the “bystander problem.” They staged emergencies
of one kind or another in different situations in order to see
who would come and help. What they found, surprisingly,
was that the one factor above all else that predicted helping
behavior was how many witnesses there were to the event.
In one experiment, for example, Latane and Darley
had a student alone in a room stage an epileptic fit. When
there was just one person next door, listening, that person
rushed to the student’s aid 85 percent of the time. But
when subjects thought that there were four others also
overhearing the seizure, they came to the student’s aid only
31 percent of the time. In another experiment, people who
saw smoke seeping out from under a doorway would report
it 75 percent of the time when they were on their own, but
the incident would be reported only 38 percent of the time
when they were in a group. When people are in a group, in
other words, responsibility for acting is diffused. They
assume that someone else will make the call, or they assume
that because no one else is acting, the apparent problem —
he seizure-like sounds from the other room, the smoke
rom the door —isn’t really a problem. In the case of
itty Genovese, then, social psychologists like Latane and
Darley argue, the lesson is not that no one called despite
the fact that thirty-eight people heard her scream; it’s that
no one called because thirty-eight people heard her scream.
Ironically, had she been attacked on a lonely street with
just one witness, she might have lived.

2
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The key to getting people to change their b.eha\-rlor, in
other words, to care about their neighbor in dlst;fess,
} . .

sometimes lies with the smallest details of their immediat

uation. The Power of Context says that human beings

Slt t than they

are a lot more sensitive to their environmen

may seem.

4.

The three rules of the Tipping Point — the Law of JI‘tfhe
Few, the Stickiness Factor, the Power of Conte.xt —o0 .el'rl
a way of making sense of epidemics. They pr<.>v1(.ie u; wit

direction for how to go about reaching a Tipping omlt.
The balance of this book will take these' 1dea§ and apphy
them to other puzzling situations and epidemics fromdt e
world around us. How do these three rules help us unaer-
for example, or the phenomenon

stand teenage smoking, a bestseller? The

of word of mouth, or crime, or the rise of

answers may surprise you.
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The Power of Context
(Part One)

BERNIE GOETZ AND
THE RISE AND FALL

OF NEW YORK CITY CRIME

n December 22, 1984, the Saturday before
O Christmas, Bernhard Goetz left his apartment

in Manhattan’s Greenwich Village and walked
to the IRT subway station at Fourteenth Street
and Seventh Avenue. He was a slender man in his late
thirties, with sandy-colored hair and glasses, dressed that
day in jeans and a windbreaker. At the station, he boarded
the number two downtown express train and sat down
next to four young black men. There were about twenty
people in the car, but most sat at the other end, avoiding
the four teenagers, because they were, as eyewitnesses
would say later, “horsing around” and “acting rowdy.”
Goetz seemed oblivious. “How are ya?” one of the four,
Troy Canty, said to Goetz, as he walked in. Canty was
lying almost prone on one of the subway benches. Canty
and another of the teenagers, Barry Allen, walked up to
Goetz and asked him for five dollars. A third youth, James
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Ramseur, gestured toward a suspicious-looking bulge in
his pocket, as if he had a gun in there.

“What do you want?” Goetz asked.

“Give me five dollars,” Canty repeated.

Goetz looked up and, as he would say later, saw that
Canty’s “eyes were shiny, and he was enjoying himself. . . .
He had a big smile on his face,” and somehow that smile
and those eyes set him off. Goetz reached into his pocket
and pulled out a chrome-plated five-shot Smith and Wes-
son .38, firing at each of the four youths in turn. As the
fourth member of the group, Darrell Cabey, lay screaming
on the ground, Goetz walked over to him and said, “You
seem all right. Here’s another,” before firing a fifth bullet
into Cabey’s spinal cord and paralyzing him for life.

In the tumult, someone pulled the emergency brake.
The other passengers ran into the next car, except for two
women who remained riveted in panic. “Are you all
right?” Goetz asked the first, politely. Yes, she said. The
second woman was lying on the floor. She wanted Goetz
to think she was dead. “Are you all right?” Goetz asked
her, twice. She nodded yes. The conductor, now on the
scene, asked Goetz if he was a police officer.

“No,” said Goetz, “I don’t‘know why Idid it.” Pause.
“They tried to rip me off.”

The conductor asked Goetz for his gun. Goetz
declined. He walked through the doorway at the front of
the car, unhooked the safety chain, and jumped down onto
the tracks, disappearing into the dark of the tunnel.

In the days that followed, the shooting on the IRT
caused a national sensation. The four youths all turned
out to have criminal records. Cabey had been arrested
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previously for armed robbery, Canty for theft. Three of
them had screwdrivers in their pockets. They seemed the
embodiment of the kind of young thug feared by nearly all
urban-dwellers, and the mysterious gunman who shot
them down seemed like an avenging angel. The tabloids
dubbed Goetz the “Subway Vigilante” and the “Death
Wish Shooter.” On radio call-in shows and in the streets,
he was treated as a hero, a man who had fulfilled the secret
fantasy of every New Yorker who had ever been mugged
or intimidated or assaulted on the subway. On New Year’s
Eve, a week after the shooting, Goetz turned himself in to
a police station in New Hampshire. Upon his extradition
to New York City, the New York Post ran two pictures on
its front page: one of Goetz, handcuffed and head bowed,
being led into custody, and one of Troy Canty — black,
defiant, eyes hooded, arms folded — being released from
the hospital. The headline read, “Led Away in Cuffs While
Wounded Mugger Walks to Freedom.” When the case
came to trial, Goetz was easily acquitted on charges of
assault and attempted murder. Outside Goetz’s apartment
building, on the evening of the verdict, there was a raucous,
impromptu street party.

1.

The Goetz case has become a symbol of a particular, dark
moment in New York City history, the moment when
the city’s crime problem reached epidemic proportions.
During the 1980s, New York City averaged well over
2,000 murders and 600,000 serious felonies a year. Under-
ground, on the subways, conditions could only be
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described as chaotic. Before Bernie Goetz boarded the
number two train that day, he would have waited on a
dimly lit platform, surrounded on all sides by dark, damp,
graffiti-covered walls. Chances are his train was late,
because in 1984 there was a fire somewhere on the New
York system every day and a derailment every other week.
Pictures of the crime scene, taken by police, show that the
car Goetz sat in was filthy, its floor littered with trash and
the walls and ceiling thick with graffiti, but that wasn’t
unusual because in 1984 every one of the 6,000 cars in the
Transit Authority fleet, with the exception of the midtown
shuttle, was covered with graffiti — top to bottom, inside
and out. In the winter, the cars were cold because few were
adequately heated. In the summer, the cars were stiflingly
hot because none were air-conditioned. Today, the num-
ber two train accelerates to over 40 miles an hour as it
rumbles toward the Chambers Street express stop. But
it’s doubtful Goetz’s train went that fast. In 1984, there
were §00 “red tape” areas on the system — places where
track damage had made it unsafe for trains to go more
than 15 miles per hour. Fare-beating was so commonplace
that it was costing the Transit Authority as much as $150
million in lost revenue annually. There were about 15,000
felonies on the system a year —a number that would
hit 20,000 a year by the end of the decade — and harass-
ment of riders by panhandlers and petty criminals was
so pervasive that ridership of the trains had sunk to its
lowest level in the history of the subway system. William
Bratton, who was later to be a key figure in New York’s
successful fight against violent crime, writes in his auto-
biography of riding the New York subways in the
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1980s after living in Boston for years, and being stunned at
what he saw:

After waiting in a seemingly endless line to buy a token, I
tried to put a coin into a turnstile and found it had been
purposely jammed. Unable to pay the fare to get into the
system, we had to enter through a slam gate being held
open by a scruffy-looking character with his hand out;
having disabled the turnstiles, he was now demanding
that riders give him their tokens. Meanwhile, one of his
cohorts had his mouth on the coin slots, sucking out the
jammed coins and leaving his slobber. Most people were
too intimidated to take these guys on: Here, take the
damned token, what do I care? Other citizens were going
over, under, around, or through the stiles for free. It was
like going into the transit version of Dante’s Inferno.

This was New York City in the 1980, a city in the grip of
one of the worst crime epidemics in its history. But then,
suddenly and without warning, the epidemic tipped. From
a high in 1990, the crime rate went into precipitous
decline. Murders dropped by two-thirds. Felonies were
cut in half. Other cities saw their crime drop in the same
period. But in no place did the level of violence fall farther
or faster. On the subways, by the end of the decade, there
were 75 percent fewer felonies than there had been at the
decade’s start. In 1996, when Goetz went to trial a second
time, as the defendant in a civil suit brought by Darrell
Cabey, the case was all but ignored by the press, and
Goetz himself seemed almost an anachronism. At a time
when New York had become the safest big city in the
country, it seemed hard to remember precisely what it was
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that Goetz had once symbolized. It was simply inconceiv-
able that someone could pull a gun on someone else on the
subway and be called a hero for it.

2.

This idea of crime as an epidemic, it must be said, is a little
strange. We talk about “epidemics of violence” or crime
waves, but it’s not clear that we really believe that crime
follows the same rules of epidemics as, say, Hush Puppies
did, or Paul Revere’s ride. Those epidemics involved rela-
tively straightforward and simple things — a product and
message. Crime, on the other hand, isn’t a single discrete
thing, but a word used to describe an almost impossibly
varied and complicated set of behaviors. Criminal acts have
serious consequences. They require the criminal to do
something that puts himself at great personal peril. To say
someone is a criminal is to say that he or she is evil or vio-
lent or dangerous or dishonest or unstable or any combi-
nation of any of those things — none of which is a
psychological state that would seem to be transmitted,
casually, from one person to another. Criminals do not, in
other words, sound like the kind of people who could be
swept up by the infectious winds of an epidemic. Yet some-
how, in New York City, this is exactly what occurred. In
the years between the beginning and the middle of the
1990s, New York City did not get a population transplant.
Nobody went out into the streets and successfully taught
every would-be delinquent the distinction between right
and wrong. There were just as many psychologically dam-
aged people, criminally inclined people, living in the city at
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the peak of the crime wave as in the trough. But for some
reason tens of thousands of those people suddenly
stopped committing crimes. In 1984, an encounter
between an angry subway rider and four young black
youths led to bloodshed. Today, in New York’s subways,
that same encounter doesn’t lead to violence anymore.
How did that happen?

The answer lies in the third of the principles of epidemic
transmission, the Power of Context. The Law of the Few
looked at the kinds of people who are critical in spreading
information. The chapter on Sesame Street and Blue’s Clues
looked at the question of Stickiness, suggesting that in order
to be capable of sparking epidemics, ideas have to be memo-

- rable and move us to action. We’ve looked at the people

who spread ideas, and we’ve looked at the characteristics of
successful ideas. But the subject of this chapter — the
Power of Context — is no less important than the first two.
Epidemics are sensitive to the conditions and circumstances
of the times and places in which they occur. In Baltimore,
syphilis spreads far more in the summer than in the winter.
Hush Puppies took off because they were being worn by
kids in the cutting-edge precincts of the East Village — an
environment that helped others to look at the shoes in a
new light. It could even be argued that the success of Paul
Revere’s ride — in some way — owed itself to the fact that
it was made at night. At night, people are home in bed,
which makes them an awful lot easier to reach than if they
are off on errands or working in the fields. And if someone
wakes us up to tell us something, we automatically assume
the news is going to be urgent. One can only imagine how
“Paul Revere’s afternoon ride” might have compared.
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This much, I think, is relatively straightforward. But
the lesson of the Power of Context is that we are more
than just sensitive to changes in context. We’re exquisitely
sensitive to them. And the kinds of contextual changes that
are capable of tipping an epidemic are very different than
we might ordinarily suspect.

3.

During the 1990s violent crime declined across the United
States for a number of fairly straightforward reasons. The
illegal trade in crack cocaine, which had spawned a great
deal of violence among gangs and drug dealers, began to
decline. The economy’s dramatic recovery meant that
many people who might have been lured into crime got
legitimate jobs instead, and the general aging of the popu-
lation meant that there were fewer people in the age
range — males between eighteen and twenty-four — that
is responsible for the majority of all violence. The ques-
tion of why crime declined in New York City, however, is
a little more complicated. In the period when the New
York epidemic tipped down, the city’s economy hadn’t
improved. It was still stagnant. In fact, the city’s poorest
neighborhoods had just been hit hard by the welfare cuts
of the early 1990s. The waning of the crack cocaine epi-
demic in New York was clearly a factor, but then again, it
had been in steady decline well before crime dipped. As
for the aging of the population, because of heavy immi-
gration to New York in the 1980s, the city was getting
younger in the 1990s, not older. In any case, all of these
trends are long-term changes that one would expect to
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have gradual effects. In New York the decline was any-
thing but gradual. Something else clearly played a role in
reversing New York’s crime epidemic.

The most intriguing candidate for that “something else”
is called the Broken Windows theory. Broken Windows
was the brainchild of the criminologists James Q. Wilson
and George Kelling. Wilson and Kelling argued that crime
1s the inevitable result of disorder. If a window is broken
and left unrepaired, people walking by will conclude that
no one cares and no one is in charge. Soon, more windows
will be broken, and the sense of anarchy will spread from
the building to the street on which it faces, sending a signal
that anything goes. In a city, relatively minor problems like
graffiti, public disorder, and aggressive panhandling, they
write, are all the equivalent of broken windows, invitations
to more serious crimes:

Muggers and robbers, whether opportunistic or pro-
fessional, believe they reduce their chances of being
caught or even identified if they operate on streets where
potential victims are already intimidated by prevailing
conditions. If the neighborhood cannot keep a bother--
some panhandler from annoying passersby, the thief may
reason, it is even less likely to call the police to identify a
potential mugger or to interfere if the mugging actually
takes place.

This is an epidemic theory of crime. It says that crime is
contagious — just as a fashion trend is contagious — that
it can start with a broken window and spread to an entire
community. The Tipping Point in this epidemic, though,
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isn’t a particular kind of person — a Connector like Lois
Weisberg or a Maven like Mark Alpert. It’s something
physical like graffiti. The impetus to engage in a certain
kind of behavior is not coming from a certain kind of per-
son but from a feature of the environment.

In the mid-1980s Kelling was hired by the New York
Transit Authority as a consultant, and he urged them to
put the Broken Windows theory into practice. They
obliged, bringing in a new subway director by the name of
David Gunn to oversee a multibillion-dollar rebuilding of
the subway system. Many subway advocates, at the time,
told Gunn not to worry about graffiti, to focus on the
larger questions of crime and subway reliability, and it
seemed like reasonable advice. Worrying about graffiti at a
time when the entire system was close to collapse seems as
pointless as scrubbing the decks of the Titanic as it headed
toward the icebergs. But Gunn insisted. “The graffiti was
symbolic of the collapse of the system,” he says. “When
you looked at the process of rebuilding the organization
and morale, you had to win the battle against graffiti.
Without winning that battle, all the management reforms
and physical changes just weren’t going to happen. We
were about to put out new trains that were worth about
ten million bucks apiece, and unless we did something to
protect them, we knew just what would happen. They
would last one day and then they would be vandalized.”

Gunn drew up a new management structure and a pre-
cise set of goals and timetables aimed at cleaning the sys-
tem line by line, train by train. He started with the number
seven train that connects Queens to midtown Manhattan,
and began experimenting with new techniques to clean off
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the paint. On stainless-steel cars, solvents were used. On
the painted cars, the graffiti were simply painted over.
Gunn made it a rule that there should be no retreat, that
once a car was “reclaimed” it should never be allowed to
be vandalized again. “We were religious about it,” Gunn
said. At the end of the number one line in the Bronx,
where the trains stop before turning around and going
back to Manhattan, Gunn set up a cleaning station. If a car
came in with graffiti, the graffiti had to be removed during
the changeover, or the car was removed from service.
“Dirty” cars, which hadn’t yet been cleansed of graffiti,
were never to be mixed with “clean” cars. The idea was to
send an unambiguous message to the vandals themselves.

“We had a yard up in Harlem on one hundred thirty-
fifth Street where the trains would lay up over night,” Gunn
said. “The kids would come the first night and paint the side
of the train white. Then they would come the next night,
after it was dry, and draw the outline. Then they would
come the third night and color it in. It was a three-day job.
We knew the kids would be working on one of the dirty
trains, and what we would do is wait for them to finish
their mural. Then we’d walk over with rollers and paint it
over. The kids would be in tears, but we’d just be going up
and down, up and down. It was a message to them. If you
want to spend three nights of your time vandalizing a train,
fine. But it’s never going to see the light of day.”

Gunn’s graffiti cleanup took from 1984 to 1990. At
that point, the Transit Authority hired William Bratton to
head the transit police, and the second stage of the recla-
mation of the subway system began. Bratton was, like
Gunn, a disciple of Broken Windows. He describes
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Kelling, in fact, as his intellectual mentor, and so his first
step as police chief was as seemingly quixotic as Gunn’s.
With felonies — serious crimes — on the subway system at
an all-ume high, Bratton decided to crack down on fare-
beating. Why? Because he believed that, like graffiti, fare-
beating could be a signal, a small expression of disorder that
invited much more serious crimes. An estimated 170,000
people a day were entering the system, by one route or
another, without paying a token. Some were kids, who sim-
ply jumped over the turnstiles. Others would lean back-
ward on the turnstiles and force their way through. And
once one or two or three people began cheating the system,
other people — who might never otherwise have consid-
ered evading the law — would join in, reasoning that if
some people weren’t going to pay, they shouldn’t either,
and the problem would snowball. The problem was exacer-
bated by the fact fare-beating was not easy to fight. Because
there was only $1.2 at stake, the transit police didn’t feel it
was worth their time to pursue it, particularly when there
were plenty of more serious crimes happening down on the
platform and in the trains.

Bratton is a colorful, charismatic man, a born leader,
and he quickly made his presence felt. His wife stayed
behind in Boston, so he was free to work long hours, and
he would roam the city on the subway at night, getting a
sense of what the problems were and how best to fight
them. First, he picked stations where fare-beating was the
biggest problem, and put as many as ten policemen in
plainclothes at the turnstiles. The team would nab fare-
beaters one by one, handcuff them, and leave them stand-
ing, in a daisy chain, on the platform until they had a “full
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catch.” The idea was to signal, as publicly as possible, that
the transit police were now serious about cracking down
on fare-beaters. Previously, police officers had been wary
of pursuing fare-beaters because the arrest, the trip to the
station house, the filling out of necessary forms, and the
waiting for those forms to be processed took an entire
day — all for a crime that usually merited no more than a
slap on the wrist. Bratton retrofitted a city bus and turned
it into a rolling station house, with its own fax machines,
phones, holding pen, and fingerprinting facilities. Soon the
turnaround time on an arrest was down to an hour. Brat-
ton also insisted that a check be run on all those arrested.
Sure enough, one out of seven arrestees had an outstand-
ing warrant for a previous crime, and one out of twenty
was carrying a weapon of some sort. Suddenly it wasn’t
hard to convince police officers that tackling fare-beating
made sense. “For the cops it was a bonanza,” Bratton
writes. “Every arrest was like opening a box of Cracker
Jack. What kind of toy am I going to get? Gota gun? Got a
knife? Got a warrant? Do we have a murderer here? . ..
After a while the bad guys wised up and began to leave
their weapons home and pay their fares.” Under Bratton,
the number of ejections from subway stations — for
drunkenness, -or improper behavior — tripled within his
first few months in office. Arrests for misdemeanors, for
the kind of minor offenses that had gone unnoticed in the
past, went up fivefold between 1990 and 1994. Bratton
turned the transit police into an organization focused on
the smallest infractions, on the details of life underground.

After the election of Rudolph Giuliani as mayor of
New York in 1994, Bratton was appointed head of the
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New York City Police Department, and he appl{ed the
same strategies to the city at large. He instructed his offi-
cers to crack down on quality-of-life crimes: on the
“squeegee men” who came up to drivers at Nev&f York
City intersections and demanded money for washing car
windows, for example, and on all the other above-ground
equivalents of turnstile-jumping and graffiti. “Previo'us
police administration had been handcuffed by restric-
tions,” Bratton says. “We took the handcuffs' off. We
stepped up enforcement of the laws against pubhc_ drunk-
enness and public urination and arrested repeat violators,
including those who threw empty bottles on the street or
were involved in even relatively minor damage to prop-
erty. ... If you peed in the street, you were going to jail.”
When crime began to fall in the city — as quickly anfi c%ra-‘
matically as it had in the subways — Bratton :flnd. G%ullam
pointed to the same cause. Minor, seemiflgly 1n51gxnnﬁcant
quality-of-life crimes, they said, were Tipping Points for
violent crime.

Broken Windows theory and the Power of Context
are one and the same. They are both based on the premise
that an epidemic can be reversed, can be tippe'd, by til.lker-
ing with the smallest details of the immediate environ-
ment. This is, if you think about it, quite a radical 1de'a.
Think back, for instance, to the encounter between Bernie
Goetz and those four youths on the subway: Allen, Ram-
seur, Cabey, and Canty. At least two of them, accord'ing to
some reports, appear to have been on drugs at the time of
the incident. They all came from the Claremont Village
housing project in one of the worst parts of the South
Bronx. Cabey was, at the time, under indictment for
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armed robbery. Canty had a prior felony arrest for posses-
sion of stolen property. Allen had been previously arrested
for attempted assault. Allen, Canty, and Ramseur also all
had misdemeanor convictions, ranging from criminal mis-
chief to petty larceny. Two years after the Goetz shooting,
Ramseur was sentenced to twenty-five years in prison for
rape, robbery, sodomy, sexual abuse, assault, criminal use
of a firearm, and possession of stolen property. It’s hard to
be surprised when people like this wind up in the middle
of a violent incident.

Then there’s Goetz. He did something that is com-
pletely anomalous. White professionals do not, as a rule,
shoot young black men on the subway. But if you look
closely at who he was, he fits the stereotype of the kind of
person who ends up in violent situations. His father was g
strict disciplinarian with a harsh temper, and Goetz was
often the focus of his father’s rage. At school, he was the
one teased by classmates, the last one picked for school
games, a lonely child who would often leave school in
tears. He worked, after graduating from college, for West-
inghouse, building nuclear submarines. But he didn’t last
long. He was constantly clashing with his superiors over
what he saw as shoddy practices and corner-cutting, and
sometimes broke company and union rules by doing work
that he was contractually forbidden to do. He took an
apartment on Fourteenth Street in Manhattan, near Sixth
Avenue, on a stretch of city block that was then heavy
with homelessness and drug dealing. One of the doormen
in the building, with whom Goetz was close, was beaten
badly by muggers. Goetz became obsessed with cleaning
up the neighborhood. He complained endlessly about a
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vacant newsstand near his building, which was used by
vagrants as a trash bin and stank of urine. One night, mys-
teriously, it burned down, and the next day Goetz was out
on the street sweeping away the debris. Once at a commu-
nity meeting, he said, to the shock of others in the room,
“The only way we’re going to clean up this street is to get
rid of the spics and niggers.” In 1981, Goetz was mugged
by three black youths as he entered the Canal Street sta-
tion one afternoon. He ran out of the station with the
three of them in pursuit. They grabbed the electronics
equipment he was carrying, beat him, and threw him up
against a plate-glass door, leaving him with permanent
damage to his chest. With the help of an off-duty sanita-
tion worker, Goetz managed to subdue one of his three
attackers. But the experience left him embittered. He had
to spend six hours in the station house, talking to police,
while his assailant was released after two hours and
charged, in the end, with only a misdemeanor. He applied
to the city for a gun permit. He was turned down. In Sep-
tember 1984, his father died. Three months later, he sat
down next to four black youths on the subway and started
shooting.

Here, in short, was a man with an authority problem,
with a strong sense that the system wasn’t working, who
had been the recent target of humiliation. Lillian Rubin,
Goetz’s biographer, writes that his choice to live on Four-
teenth Street could hardly have been an accident. “For
Bernie,” she writes, “there seems to be something seduc-
tive about the setting, Precisely because of its deficits and
discomforts, it provided him with a comprehensible target
for the rage that lives inside him. By focusing it on the
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external world, he need not deal with his internal one. He
rails about the dirt, the noise, the drunks, the crime, the
pushers, the junkies. And all with good reason.” Goetz’s
bullets, Rubin concludes, were “aimed at targets that
existed as much in his past as in the present.”

If you think of what happened on the number two
train this way, the shooting begins to feel inevitable. Four
hoodlums confront a man with apparent psychological
problems. That the shooting took place on the subway
seems incidental. Goetz would have shot those four kids
if he had been sitting in a Burger King. Most of the
formal explanations we use for criminal behavior follow
along the same logic. Psychiatrists talk about criminals as
people with stunted psychological development, people
who have had pathological relationships with their par-
ents, who lack adequate role models. There is a relatively
new literature that talks about genes that may or may
not dispose certain individuals to crime. On the popular
side, there are endless numbers of books by conservatives
talking about crime as a consequence of moral failure —
of communities and schools and parents who no longer
raise children with a respect for right and wrong. All of
those theories are essentially ways of saying that the
criminal is a personality type — a personality type dis-
tinguished by an insensitivity to the norms of normal
society. People with stunted psychological development
don’t understand how to conduct healthy relationships.
People with genetic predispositions to violence fly off the
handle when normal people keep their cool. People who
aren’t taught right from wrong are oblivious to what is and
what is not appropriate behavior. People who grow up
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poor, fatherless, and buffeted by racism don’t have the
same commitment to social norms as those from healthy
middle-class homes. Bernie Goetz and those four thugs on
the subway were, in this sense, prisoners of their own,
dysfunctional, world.

But what do Broken Windows and the Power of
Context suggest? Exactly the opposite. They say that the
criminal — far from being someone who acts for funda-
mental, intrinsic reasons and who lives in his own world —
is actually someone acutely sensitive to his environment,
who is alert to all kinds of cues, and who is prompted to
commit crimes based on his perception of the world
around him. That is an incredibly radical —and in some
sense unbelievable — idea. There is an even more radical
dimension here. The Power of Context is an environmental
argument. It says that behavior is a function of social con-
text. But it is a very strange kind of environmentalism, In
the 1960s, liberals made a similar kind of argument, but
when they talked about the importance of environment
they were talking about the importance of fundamental
social factors: crime, they said, was the result of social
injustice, of structural economic inequities, of unemploy-
ment, of racism, of decades of institutional and social
neglect, so that if you wanted to stop crime you had to
undertake some fairly heroic steps. But the Power of Con-
text says that what really matters is little things. The Power
of Context says that the showdown on the subway
between Bernie Goetz and those four youths had very little
to do, in the end, with the tangled psychological pathology
of Goetz, and very little as well to do with the background
and poverty of the four youths who accosted him, and
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everything to do with the message sent by the graffiti on
the walls and the disorder at the turnstiles. The Power of
Context says you don’t have to solve the big problems to
solve crime. You can prevent crimes just by scrubbing off
graffiti and arresting fare-beaters: crime epidemics have
Tipping Points every bit as simple and straightforward as
syphilis in Baltimore or a fashion trend like Hush Puppies.
This is what I meant when I called the Power of Context a
radical theory. Giuliani and Bratton — far from being
conservatives, as they are commonly identified — actually
represent on the question of crime the most extreme lib-
eral position. imaginable, a position so extreme that it is
almost impossible to accept. How can it be that what was
going on in Bernie Goetz’s head doesn’t matter? And if it
is really true that it doesn’t matter, why is that fact so hard
to believe?

4.

In chapter 2, when I was discussing what made someone
like Mark Alpert so important in word-of-mouth epi-
demics, I talked about two seemingly counterintuitive
aspects of persuasion. One was the study that showed how
people who watched Peter Jennings on ABC were more
likely to vote Republican than people who watched either
Tom Brokaw or Dan Rather because, in some unconscious
way, Jennings was able to signal his affection for Republi-
can candidates. The second study showed how people
who were charismatic could — without saying anything
and with the briefest of exposures — infect others with
their emotions. The implications of those two studies go
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to the heart of the Law of the Few, because they suggest
that what we think of as inner states — preferences and
emotions — are actually powerfully and imperceptibly
influenced by seemingly inconsequential personal influ-
ences, by a newscaster we watch for a few minutes a day or
by someone we sit next to, in silence, in a two-minute

experiment. The essence of the Power of Context is that

the same thing is true for certain kinds of environments —
that in ways that we don’t necessarily appreciate, our inner
states are the result of our outer circumstances. The field
of psychology is rich with experiments that demonstrate
this fact. Let me give you just a few examples.

In the early 1970s, a group of social scientists at Stan-
ford University, led by Philip Zimbardo, decided to create
a mock prison in the basement of the university’s psychol-
ogy building. They took a thirty-five-foot section of corri-
dor and created a cell block with a prefabricated wall.
Three small, six- by nine-foot cells were created from labo-
ratory rooms and given steel-barred, black-painted doors.
A closet was turned into a solitary confinement cell. The
group then advertised in the local papers for volunteers,
men who would agree to participate in the experiment.
Seventy-five people applied, and from those Zimbardo and
his colleagues picked the 21 who appeared the most normal
and healthy on psychological tests. Half of the group were
chosen, at random, to be guards, and were given uniforms
and dark glasses and told that their responsibility was to
keep order in the prison. The other half were told that they
were to be prisoners. Zimbardo got the Palo Alto Police
Department to “arrest” the prisoners in their homes, cuft
them, bring them to the station house, charge them with a
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fictitious crime, fingerprint them, then blindfold them and
bring them to the prison in the Psychology Department
basement. Then they were stripped and given a prison uni-
form to wear, with a number on the front and back that was
to serve as their only means of identification for the dura-
tion of their incarceration.

The purpose of the experiment was to try to find out
why prisons are such nasty places. Was it because prisons
are full of nasty people, or was it because prisons are such
nasty environments that they make people nasty? In the
answer to that question is obviously the answer to the
question posed by Bernie Goetz and the subway cleanup,
which 1s how much influence does immediate environ-
ment have on the way people behave? What Zimbardo
found out shocked him. The guards, some of whom had
previously identified themselves as pacifists, fell quickly
into the role of hard-bitten disciplinarians. The first night
they woke up the prisoners at two in the morning and
made them do pushups, line up against the wall, and per-
form other arbitrary tasks. On the morning of the second
day, the prisoners rebelled. They ripped off their numbers
and barricaded themselves in their cells. The guards
responded by stripping them, spraying them with fire
extinguishers, and throwing the leader of the rebellion
into solitary confinement. “There were times when we
were pretty abusive, getting right in their faces and yelling
at them,” one guard remembers. “It was part of the whole
atmosphere of terror.” As the experiment progressed, the
guards got systematically crueler and more sadistic. “What
we were unprepared for was the intensity of the change
and the speed at which it happened,” Zimbardo says. The
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guards were making the prisoners say to one another they
loved each other, and making them march down the hall-
way, in handcuffs, with paper bags over their heads. “It
was completely the opposite from the way I conduct
myself now,” another guard remembers. “I think I was
positively creative in terms of my mental cruelty.” After
36 hours, one prisoner began to get hysterical, and had to
be released. Four more then had to be released because of
“extreme emotional depression, crying, rage, and acute
anxiety.” Zimbardo had originally intended to have the
experiment run for two weeks. He called it off after six
days. “I realize now,” one prisoner said after the experi-
ment was over, “that no matter how together I thought I
was inside my head, my prisoner behavior was often less
under my control than I realized.” Another said: “I began
to feel that I was losing my identity, that the person I call
, the person who volunteered to get me into this
prison (because it was a prison to me, it still s prison to
me, I don’t regard it as an experiment or a simulation ce)
was distant from me, was remote, until finally I wasn’t that
person. I was 416. I was really my number and 416 was
really going to have to decide what to do.”

Zimbardo’s conclusion was that there are specific situ-
ations so powerful that they can overwhelm our inherent
predispositions. The key word here is situation. Zimbardo
1sn’t talking about environment, about the major external
influences on all of our lives. He’s not denying that how
we are raised by our parents affects who we are, or that the
kind of schools we went to, the friends we have, or the
neighborhoods we live in affect our behavior. All of these
things are undoubtedly important. Nor is he denying that
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our genes play a role in determining who we are. Most
psychologists believe that nature — genetics — accounts
for about half of the reason why we tend to act the way we
do. His point is simply that there are certain times and
places and conditions when much of that can be swept
away, that there are instances where you can take normal
people from good schools and happy families and good
neighborhoods and powerfully affect their behavior merely
by changing the immediate details of their situation.

This same argument was made, perhaps more explic-
itly, in the 19205 in a landmark set of experiments by two
New York-based researchers, Hugh Hartshorne and M. A.
May. Hartshorne and May took as their subjects about
eleven thousand schoolchildren between the ages of eight
and sixteen, and over the course of several months they
gave them literally dozens of tests, all designed to measure
honesty. The types of tests that Hartshorne and May used
are quite central to their conclusion, so I’ll identify a num-
ber of them in some detail.

One set, for example, was simple aptitude tests devel-
oped by the Institute for Educational Research, a pre-
cursor to the group that now develops the SATs. In the
sentence-completion test, children were asked to fill
in words that had been left blank. For example: “The
poor little has nothing to ; he is hun-
gry.” In the arithmetic test, children were given math
questions like “When sugar costs 10 cents 2 pound, how
much will five pounds cost” and asked to write their
answers in the margin. The tests were given in only a frac-
tion of the time usually needed for completion, so most
children had lots of unanswered questions, and when the
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time was up the tests were collected and graded. The fol-
lowing day the students were given the same kinds of tests
again, with questions that were different but of equal diffi-
culty. This time, though, the students were given an
answer key and, under minimal supervision, told to grade
their own papers. Hartshorne and May, in other words,
had set up a sting operation. With the answers in hand and
lots of unanswered questions, the students had ample
opportunity to cheat. And with the previous day’s tests in
hand, Hartshorne and May could compare the first day’s
answers to the second, and get a good sense of how much
each student was cheating.

Another set of tests was what are called speed tests,
much simpler measures of ability. Students were given 56
pairs of numbers and told to add them. Or they were
shown a sequence of several hundred randomly arranged
letters of the alphabet and asked to read through them and
underline all the A’s. Students were allowed a minute to
complete each of these tests. Then they were given another
set of equivalent tests, only this time the time limit wasn’t
.enforced at all, allowing the students to keep on working
%f they wanted to. In all, the two psychologists admin-
istered countless different tests in countless different sit-
uations. They had children undertake tests of physical
ability, like chin-ups or broad jumps, and secretly ob-
served them to see whether they cheated in reporting how
well they did. They gave students tests to do at home,
where they had ample opportunity to use dictionaries or
ask for help, and compared those results to how they did
on similar tests administered at school, where cheating
was impossible. In the end, their results fill three thick
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volumes and, along the way, challenge a lot of preconcep-
tions of what character is.

Their first conclusion 1s, unsurprisingl_v, that lots of
cheating goes on. In one case, the scores on tests where
cheating was possible were 5o percent higher, on average,
than the “honest” scores. When Hartshorne and May
began to look for patterns in the cheating, some of their
findings were equally obvious. Smart children cheat alittle
less than less-intelligent children. Girls cheat about as
much as boys. Older children cheat more than younger
children, and those from stable and happy homes cheat
bit less than those from unstable and unhappy homes. If
you analyze the data you can find general patterns of
behavioral consistency from test to test.

But the consistency isn’t nearly as high as you might
expect. There isn’t one tight litle circle of cheaters and one
tight little circle of honest students. Some kids cheat at
home but not at school; some kids cheat at school but not
at home. Whether or not a child cheated on, say, the word
completion test was not an iron-clad predictor of whether
he or she would cheat on, say, the underlining A’s part of
the speed test. If you gave the same group of kids the same
test, under the same circumstances six months apart,
Hartshorne and May found, the same kids would cheat in
the same ways in both cases. But once you changed any of

those variables — the material on the test, or the situation
. which it was administered — the kinds of cheating
would change as well.

What Hartshorne and May concluded, then, is that
something like honesty isn’t a fundamental trait, or what
they called a “unified” trait. A trait like honesty, they
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concluded, is considerably influenced by the situation.
“Most children,” they wrote,

will deceive in certain situations and not in others. Lying,
cheating, and stealing as measured by the test situations
used in these studies are only very loosely related. Even
cheating in the classroom is rather highly specific, for a
child may cheat on an arithmetic test and not on a spelling
test, etc. Whether a child will practice deceit in any given
situation depends in part on his intelligence, age, home
background, and the like and in part on the nature of the
situation itself and his particular relation to it.

This, I realize, seems wildly counterintuitive. If I
asked you to describe the personality of your best friends,
you could do so easily, and you wouldn’t say things like
“My friend Howard is incredibly generous, but only
when I ask him for things, not when his family asks him
for things,” or “My friend Alice is wonderfully honest
when it comes to her personal life, but at work she can be
very slippery.” You would say, instead, that your friend
Howard is generous and your friend Alice is honest. All of
us, when it comes to personality, naturally think in terms
of absolutes: that a person is a certain way or is not a cer-
tain way. But what Zimbardo and Hartshorne and May
are suggesting is that this is a mistake, that when we think
only in terms of inherent traits and forget the role of situa-
tions, we’re deceiving ourselves about the real causes of
human behavior.

Why do we make this mistake? It’s probably the result
of the way evolution has structured our brain. For
instance, anthropologists who study vervets find that these
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kinds of monkeys are really bad at picking up the signifi-
cance of things like an antelope carcass hanging in a tree
(which is a sure sign that a leopard is in the vicinity) or the
presen'ce of python tracks. Vervets have been known to
waltz into a thicket, ignoring a fresh trail of python tracks,
and then act stunned when they actually come across the
snake itself. This doesn’t mean that vervets are stupid: they
are very sophisticated when it comes to questions that have
to do with other vervets. They can hear the call of a male
vervet and recognize whether it comes from their own
group or a neighboring group. If vervets hear a baby
vervet’s cry of distress, they will look immediately not in
the direction of the baby, but at its mother — they know
instantly whose baby it is. A vervet, in other words, is very
good at processing certain kinds of vervetish information,
but not so good at processing other kinds of information.

The same is true of humans.

Consider the following brain teaser. Suppose I give you
four cards labeled with the letters A and D and the numer-
als 3 and 6. The rule of the game is that a card with a vowel
on it always has an even number on the other side. Which
of the cards would you have to turn over to prove this rule
to be true? The answer is two: the A card and the three
card. The overwhelming majority of people given this test,
though, don’t get it right. They tend to answer just the A
card, or the A and the six. It’s a hard question. But now let
me pose another question. Suppose four people are drink-
ing 1n a bar. One is drinking Coke. One is sixteen. One is
drinking beer and one is twenty-five. Given the rule that
no one under twenty-one is allowed to drink beer, which
of those people’s IDs do we have to check to make sure the
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law 1s being observed? Now the answer is easy. In fact, I'm
sure that almost everyone will get it right: the beer drinker
and the sixteen-year-old. But, as the psychologist L-ed‘a
Cosmides (who dreamt up this example) points out, it is
exactly the same puzzle as the A, D, 3, and 6 puz;le. The
difference is that it is framed in a way that makes it about
people, instead of about numbers, and as human beings we
are a lot more sophisticated about each other than we are
about the abstract world.

The mistake we make in thinking of character as some-
thing unified and all-encompassing is very sim.ilar to a
kind of blind spot in the way we process informatlo.n. P.sy—
chologists call this tendency the Fundamental Attribution
Error (FAE), which is a fancy way of saying that when
it comes to interpreting other people’s behavior, buman
beings invariably make the mistake of overestimating thF
importance of fundamental character traits and underesti-
mating the importance of the situation and CONteX. We
will always reach for a “dispositional” explanation for
events, as opposed to a contextual explanation. In one
experiment, for instance, a group of people are told to
watch two sets of similarly talented basketball players, the
first of whom are shooting baskets in a well-lighted gym
and the second of whom are shooting baskets in a badly
lighted gym (and obviously missing a lot of shots). Then
they are asked to judge how good the pla}yers were. 'I"he
players in the well-lighted gym were considered superior.
In another example, a group of people are brought in for
an experiment and told they are going to play a quiz game.
They are paired off and they draw lots. One person gets 2
card that says he or she is going to be the “Contestant.
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The other is told he or she is going to be the “Questioner.”
The Questioner is then asked to draw up a list of ten “chal-
lenging but not impossible” questions based on areas of
particular interest or expertise, so someone who is into
Ukrainian folk music might come up with a series of ques-
tions based on Ukrainian folk music. The questions are
posed to the Contestant, and after the quiz is over, both
parties are asked to estimate the level of general knowledge
of the other. Invariably, the Contestants rate the Question-
ers as being a lot smarter than they themselves are.

You can do these kinds of experiments a thousand dif-
ferent ways and the answer almost always comes out the
same way. This happens even when you give people a clear
and immediate environmental explanation of the behavior
they are being asked to evaluate: that the gym, in the first
case, has few lights on; that the Contestant is being asked to
answer the most impossibly biased and rigged set of ques-
tions. In the end, this doesn’t make much difference. There
is something in all of us that makes us instinctively want to
explain the world around us in terms of people’s essential
attributes: he’s a better basketball player, that person is
smarter than [ am.

We do this because, like vervets, we are a lot more
attuned to personal cues than contextual cues. The FAE .
also makes the world a much simpler and more under-
standable place. In recent years, for example, there has
been much interest in the idea that one of the most funda-
mental factors in explaining personality is birth order:
older siblings are domineering and conservative, younger
siblings more creative and rebellious. When psychologists
actually try to verify this claim, however, their answers
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sound like the Hartshorne and May conclusions. We do
reflect the influences of birth order but, as the psychologist
Judith Harris points out in The Nurture Assumption, only
around our families. When they are away from their fami-
lies — in different contexts — older siblings are no more
likely to be domineering and younger siblings no more
likely to be rebellious than anyone else. The birth order
myth is an example of the FAE in action. But you can see
why we are so drawn to it. It is much easier to define people
just in terms of their family personality. It’s a kind of short-
hand. If we constantly had to qualify every assessment of
those around us, how would we make sense of the world?
How much harder would it be to make the thousands of
decisions we are required to make about whether we like
someone or love someone or trust someone or want to give
someone advice? The psychologist Walter Mischel argues
that the human mind has a kind of “reducing valve” that
“creates and maintains the perception of continuity even in
the face of perpetual observed changes in actual behavior.”
He writes:

When we observe a woman who seems hostile and
fiercely independent some of the time but passive,
dependent and feminine on other occasions, our reduc-
ing valve usually makes us choose between the two syn-
dromes. We decide that one pattern is in the service of the
other, or that both are in the service of a third motive. She
must be a really castrating lady with a facade of
passivity — or perhaps she is a warm, passive-dependent
woman with a surface defense of aggressiveness. But per-
haps nature is bigger than our concepts and it is possible
for the lady to be a hostile, fiercely independent, passive,
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dependent, feminine, aggressive, warm, castrating person
all-in-one. Of course which of these she is at any particu-
lar moment would not be random or capricious — it
would depend on who she is with, when, how, and much,
much more. But each of these aspects of her self may be a
quite genuine and real aspect of her total being.

Character, then, isn’t what we think it is or, rather, what
we want it to be. It isn’t a stable, easily identifiable set of
closely related traits, and it only seenis that way because
of a glitch in the way our brains are organized. Character
is more like a bundle of habits and tendencies and inter-
ests, loosely bound together and dependent, at certain
times, on circumstance and context. The reason that most
of us seem to have a consistent character is that most of us
are really good at controlling our environment. I have a lot
of fun at dinner parties. As I result, I throw a lot of dinner
parties and my friends see me there and think that I’m fun.
But if I couldn’t have lots of dinner parties, if my friends
instead tended to see me in lots of different situations over
which I had little or no control — like, say, faced with four
hostile youths in a filthy, broken-down subway — they
probably wouldn’t think of me as fun anymore.

5.

Some years ago two Princeton University psychologists,
John Darley and Daniel Batson, decided to conduct a
study inspired by the biblical story of the Good Samari-
tan. As you may recall, that story, from the New Testa-
ment Gospel of Luke, tells of a traveler who has been
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beaten and robbed and left for dead by the side of the road
from Jerusalem to Jericho. Both a priest and a Levite —
worthy, pious men— came upon the man but did not
stop, “passing by on the other side.” The only man to help
was a Samaritan — the member of a despised minority —
who “went up to him and bound up his wounds” and took
him to an inn. Darley and Batson decided to replicate that
study at the Princeton Theological Seminary. This was an
experiment very much in the tradition of the FAE, and it is
an important demonstration of how the Power of Context
has implications for the way we think about social epi-
demics of all kinds, not just violent crime.

Darley and Batson met with a group of seminarians,
individually, and asked each one to prepare a short, extem-
poraneous talk on a given biblical theme, then walk over
to a nearby building to present it. Along the way to the
presentation, each student ran into a man slumped in an
alley, head down, eyes closed, coughing and groaning. The
question was, who would stop and help? Darley and Bat-
son introduced three variables into the experiment, to
make its results more meaningful. First, before the experi-
ment even started, they gave the students a questionnaire
about why they had chosen to study theology. Did they
see religion as a means for personal and spiritual fulfill-
ment? Or were they looking for a practical tool for finding
meaning in everyday life? Then they varied the subject of
the theme the students were asked to talk about. Some
were asked to speak on the relevance of the professional
clergy to the religious vocation. Others were given the
parable of the Good Samaritan. Finally, the instructions
given by the experimenters to each student varied as well.
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In some of the cases, as he sent the students on their way,
the experimenter would look at his watch and say, “Oh,

~ you’re late. They were expecting you a few minutes ago.

We’d better get moving.” In other cases, he would say, “It
will be a few mirutes before they’re ready for you, but
you might as well head over now.”

If you ask people to predict which seminarians played
the Good Samaritan (and subsequent studies have done
just this) their answers are highly consistent. They almost
all say that the students who entered the ministry to help
people and those reminded of the importance of compas-
sion by having just read the parable of the Good Samaritan
will be the most likely to stop. Most of us, I think, would
agree with those conclusions. In fact, neither of those fac-
tors made any difference: “It is hard to think of a context
in which norms concerning helping those in distress are
more salient than for a person thinking about the Good
Samaritan, and yet it did not significantly increase helping
behavior,” Darley and Batson concluded. “Indeed, on sev-
eral occasions, a seminary student going to give his talk on
the parable of the Good Samaritan literally stepped over
the victim as he hurried on his way.” The only thing that
really mattered was whether the student was in a rush. Of
the group that was, 10 percent stopped to help. Of the
group who knew they had a few minutes to spare, 63 per-
cent stopped.

What this study is suggesting, in other words, is that
the convictions of your heart and the actual contents of
your thoughts are less important, in the end, in guiding
your actions than the immediate context of your behavior.
The words “Oh, you’re late” had the effect of making
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someone who was ordinarily compassionate into someone
who was indifferent to suffering — of turning someone, in
that particular moment, into a different person. Epidemics
are, at their root, about this very process of transforma-
tion. When we are trying to make an idea or attitude or
product tip, we’re trying to change our audience in some
small yet critical respect: we’re trying to infect them,
sweep them up in our epidemic, convert them from hostil-
ity to acceptance. That can be done through the influence
of special kinds of people, people of extraordinary per-
sonal connection. That’s the Law of the Few. It can be
done by changing the content of communication, by mak-
ing a message so memorable that it sticks in someone’s
mind and compels them to action. That is the Stickiness
Factor. T think that both of those laws make intuitive
sense. But we need to remember that small changes in con-
text can be just as important in tipping epidemics, even
though that fact appears to violate some of our most
deeply held assumptions about human nature.

This does not mean that our inner psychological states
and personal histories are not important in explaining our
behavior. An enormous percentage of those who engage in
violent acts, for example, have some kind of psychiatric
disorder or come from deeply disturbed backgrounds. But
there is a world of difference between being inclined
toward violence and actually committing a violent act. A
crime is a relatively rare and aberrant event. For a crime to
be committed, something extra, something additional, has
to happen to tip a troubled person toward violence, and
what the Power of Context is saying is that those Tipping
Points may be as simple and trivial as everyday signs of
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disorder like graffiti and fare-beating. The implications of
this idea are enormous. The previous notion that disposi-
tion is everything — that the cause of violent behavior is
always “sociopathic personality” or “deficient superego”
or the inability to delay gratification or some evil in the
genes — is, in the end, the most passive and reactive of
ideas about crime. It says that once you catch a criminal
you can try to help him get better — give him Prozac, put
him in therapy, try to rehabilitate him — but there is very
little you can do to prevent crime from happening in the
first place. The old understanding of handling crime epi-
demics leads inevitably to a preoccupation with defensive
measures against crime. Put an extra lock on the door, to
slow the burglar down and maybe encourage him to go
next door. Lock up criminals for longer, so that they have
less opportunity to do the rest of us harm. Move to the
suburbs, to put as much distance as possible between
yourself and the majority of criminals.

Once you understand that context matters, however,
that specific and relatively small elements in the environ-
ment can serve as Tipping Points, that defeatism is turned
upside down. Environmental Tipping Points are things
that we can change: we can fix broken windows and clean
up graffiti and change the signals that invite crime in the
first place. Crime can be more than understood. It can be
prevented. There is a broader dimension to this. Judith
Harris has convincingly argued that peer influence and
community influence are more important than family
influence in determining how children turn out. Studies of
juvenile delinquency and high school drop-out rates, for
example, demonstrate that a child is better off in a good
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neighborhood and a troubled family than he or she 1s in a
troubled neighborhood and a good family. We spend so
much time celebrating the importance and power of family
influence that it may seem, at first blush, that this can’t be
true. But in reality it is no more than an obvious and com-
monsensical extension of the Power of Context, because it
says simply that children are powerfully shaped by their
external environment, that the features of our immediate
social and physical world — the streets we walk down, the
people we encounter — play a huge role in shaping who
we are and how we act. It isn’t just serious criminal behav-
ior, in the end, that is sensitive to environmental cues, it is
all behavior. Weird as it sounds, if you add up the meaning
of the Stanford prison experiment and the New York sub-
way experiment, they suggest that it is possible to be a bet-
ter person on a clean street or in a clean subway thanin one
lictered with trash and graffiti.

“In a situation like this, you’re in a combat situation,”
Goetz told his neighbor Myra Friedman, in an anguished
telephone call just days after the shooting. “You’re not
thinking in a normal way. Your memory isn’t even work-
ing normally. You are so hyped up. Your vision actually
changes. Your field of view changes. Your capabilities
change. What you are capable of changes.” He acted,
Goetz went on, “viciously and savagely. .. . If you corner
a rat and you are about to butcher it, okay? The way
I responded was viciously and savagely, just like that, like
arat.”

Of course he did. He was in a rat hole.




